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Abstract: 
The trauma that followed organizational change through the twin inductions of transformation and 
New Public Management in some South African institutions of higher learning during the decade 
of the 2000s illustrates the need to pay attention to the communicative dimensions of 
organizational change. By means of a discussion of four kinds of workplace communication, this 
actual workplace study examines some specific instances of transformation and the restructuring 
of the tertiary South African sector, specifically, the hypothetical analytical composite New Name 
University (NNU) that represents an agglomeration of newly named and merged institutions that 
have become the visible form of the transformed edu-scape. The methodology was a lived one –  
action research – in that the authors were consulted by the university in which they were employed 
to analyze the prevailing corporate relations communication strategy and to suggest alternatives. 
The additional changes wrought by managerialism include new levels of bureaucracy alien to 
traditional academic culture, and requirements of performance management that are no less 
onerous. The discussion suggests that a dialogical model of communication may well have brought 
about a different and more inclusive outcome than those that transpired in the NNU.  
 
Keywords: Corporate communication, Public relations, tertiary management, inter-institutional 
mergers 
 
Introduction 
Scientific management, New Public Management (NPM), new managerialism or simply 
managerialism that has been refashioning tertiary educational institutions into ‘edu-factories’ 
across the globe for some decades has incited a steady stream of  criticism (Amaral et al. 2003; 
Deem 1998; Deem et al. 2007; Enteman 1993; Hoyle and Wallace 2005; Locke and Spender 
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2011). The literature about the similar organizational changes of the academy in Africa is no less 
prolific (Cloete 2012; Cloete et al. 2015; Cloete et al. 2006; Eynon 2015; Maringe and Ojo 2017; 
Zeleza 2016; Cross and Ndofirepi 2017a; Cross and Ndofirepi 2017b). One keenly-felt 
development in universities worldwide has been the promotion of efficiency and the 
measurement of performance to the detriment of “communities of scholars researching and 
teaching together in a collegial environment” (Chetty and Louw 2012: 353). 
 
In South Africa the entrenchment of NPM occurred in tandem with pressure from a strongly 
interventionist state to politically transform institutions of higher learning to reflect a post-1994 
democratic landscape. This transformation included the massification of the higher education 
sector as a measure to redress the country’s apartheid legacy. The resultant restructuring to de-
racialise the higher education sector included mergers of previously independent institutions, 
accomplished almost by the stroke of a pen. While there is little to contest the need for 
universities to reflect the societies in which they operate, critics have not been quiet about the 
actual policies and the woeful implementation of what in the formation of the University of 
KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN) was called ‘transformative managerialism’ (Duncan 2013). The account 
by Chetty and Merrett (2014) makes painful reading for many who lived through that event. 
 
Methodology 
The method of analysis was a lived one – as is characteristic of action research (Govender 2018). 
The first author was requested in 2005 by the Vice Chancellor’s office to devise a corporate 
relations communication strategy in light of the difficulties being experienced as a result of the 
Natal University (NU) merger with the University of Durban-Westville (UDW), formerly an 
institution reserved for  the ‘Indian population group’. NU, previously a ‘white’ university, like 
UDWhad breached the official racial divide and both were significantly multiracial by the mid-
1990s    Tomaselli declined to design a communication strategy as he argued that this was the job 
of the Corporate Relations Division, even if it was failing;  and due to the fact that the merger 
and its associated (and highly alienating) internal communication strategies were already under 
way.  However he did agree to critique the implementation of the existing strategy and to offer 
alternatives that could be considered by management.  A key caveat was that the unions could be 
consulted by Tomaselli as would other institutional stakeholders and individuals who were 
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in  position to comment appropriately.  The study was thus conducted in the public domain (and 
the final report was submitted to Council). The second author, Caldwell, was then brought in by 
Tomaselli given his intensive knowledge of management and communication theories.  This was 
agreed to.   The lessons learned from this experience are discussed in the Conclusion.  
 
This article offers a more pointedly communicative reflection on struggles that occurred with 
regard to the first year of the merged university, now known as UKZN. Against a backdrop of 
managerialism operating in South African institutions of higher learning, the article identified 
and discusses four kinds of workplace communication that characterized the institutions being 
examined, though UKZN is the prime case study.  Model 1 involves dialogue in which messages, 
‘people in cultures’, and social practices interact to enable consensus. Model 2 interpellates 
stakeholders and institutional constituencies as passive targets for benign corporate 
communication. Model 3, adversarial communication, is associated with power and the 
formation of shifting alliances within institutions. Silencing and denial constitute Model 4. This 
paper examines some specific instances that illustrate the above models in the tertiary sector, 
specifically, the hypothetical analytical composite New Name University (NNU), an 
agglomeration of newly named and merged institutions, that occurred during the first decade of 
the 2000s. The conclusion discusses the requirements needed to succeed in the knowledge 
economy.  
 
Modelling Taylorism 
Accounts of the managerial revolution in higher education abound. A common narrative 
articulates a ‘collegialism versus managerialism’ binary. The collegialism part goes something 
along the lines that the academy was a community of self-organising spaces that reflected the 
quality of scholarship and learning where each was a relatively excellent example of its 
discipline. The communicative quality of each space was inherently dialogical in so far as 
discourse was collegially constructed, contested and proffered as knowledge for the benefit of 
the wider society. The university was thus a self-organising organism that generated the 
imaginaries which filtered by way of research and graduates into the social fabric (see Merrett 
2006). 
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The managerialism part claims that the traditional and largely autonomous collegial model was 
an inefficient ‘domestic’ arrangement unaccountable to the state and other funding sources. A 
business model would rectify this chaos by turning higher education institutions into 
corporations replete with market-sensitive vision statements, a CEO, a battery of rigid policies, 
an inner circle of top management vested on decisive committees, a second tier of managers to 
carry out those decisions and, further belowthe top-down chain of command, a compliant Faculty 
subordinate to those decisions (see Chetty and Louw 2012: 256). And, as if to justify salaries at 
the head of the enterprise, academic administrators in top management are called ‘professors’, 
often with little or no academic warrant (p.257). 
 
Apart from the trend towards massification and marketisation, one of the more noticeable effects 
of managerialism in the academy has been to destabilize the balance between research and 
teaching excellence and its social and cultural relevance (Hayward and Ncayiyana 2003; 
Readings 1996). Excellence has come to be measured almost exclusively in terms of a high 
volume of publications in ISI (now Clarivate Analytics) journals in order to elevate the 
reputation of the benefitting HE institution. The MASIS Report (2009: 16) warns: “there is a 
serious question whether a onesided and strong emphasis on excellence, or the choice of specific 
indicators for measuring excellence, will endanger the pursuit of relevance” for development and 
the attainment of other social goods. 
 
It is commonly held that scientific management has its inception in Frederick Taylor’s (1911) 
utilitarian study of management and his goal to enhance efficiency in the factory system. 
Taylor’s idea, however, was more of a watershed between earlier management practices and the 
later forms of managerialism into which Taylor’s ideas mutated; hence, ‘neo-Taylorism’. 
Management per se emerged as “simple factory administration” at a time when overseer 
practices in the “‘Satanic mills’ of the 18th and 19th centuries” needed to adapt when these 
institutions became larger and production more complex. But by the 1950s, “management 
mutated into a full-fledged ideology under the following formula: Management + Ideology + 
Expansion = Managerialism” (Klikauer 2013: 1106). Managerialism is an ideology (in the sense 
of a body of beliefs), a set of beliefs and practices that promote authority, accountability, 
efficiency and scientific measurement (Deem & Brehony 2005; Lynch 2015); a “worldview 
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phrased as a set of ideas proposed by a dominant” managerial class (Klikauer 2013: 1107). 
Managerialism prioritizes the economic in sofar as it refers to systems of governance that involve 
the operation of market principles in the management of organizations (Lynch 2015): 
As with most ‘isms’, managerialism is more often used pejoratively than favorably. 
Where managerialism is dominant, its ideology is made to appear as common sense 
requiring no further explanation, e.g. competitive advantage. These assumptions are 
backed up through an ideological legitimacy delivered by universities housing 
management schools that generate thousands of MBAs and other management graduates. 
The university association seeks to elevate management to the realm of science in an 
attempt to equalize management with science on a par with physics or at least with 
economics. University generated management ‘science’ as a whole serves primarily as a 
PR-exercise serving to legitimate management (Klikauer 2013: 1107). 
The ’expansion’ component of managerialism “is its drive to expand managerial techniques 
far beyond the realms of managerial organizations, spreading managerialism into the wider 
economic, social, cultural, and political sphere” (Klikauer 2013: 1106). The expansion of 
managerial technologies became particularly pronounced with the resurgence of neoliberalism in 
about the 1970s. What became known as ‘New Managerialism’, or “New Public Management” 
(NPM), represented the organizational arm of neoliberalism. New managerialism also marks the 
movement of managerialism into the public sector, where its methods of management include the 
now familiar ‘Key Performance Assessments’ (KPAs), among other methods of inducing staff 
compliance. The neoliberal NPM worldview holds that social, economic and political issues are 
problems that can be resolved through management.  
NPM applies neo-Taylorist principles of organizational regulation to make public sector 
institutions more financially productive (Stoker 2006: 45-46). As it has come to apply to academic 
institutions, NPM assumes that if academics undertake certain measurable (quantifiable) actions 
(e.g., research papers), then these same academics must be performing qualitatively (Bleiklie 
1998). For individual academics this means the “Taylorisation of intellectual work” (Cooley 
1981), which constitutes as one of its effects an organization of staff “agonizing over a perceived 
loss of quality and scholarship, losing sight of their students in a growing sea of faces, but worried 
too about their own livelihoods”. 
Thorough restructuring of institutions, performance management turns them into cost-
effective, subsist-accruing, ‘business units’ geared to competing in a marketplace, not necessarily 
of ideas but of value that can be quantified. In short, academic Taylorism manages universities as 
income generators by transforming them from donnish communities in pursuit of goods internal 
 6
to their researched (inter)disciplines (see Schimank 2005), to production-oriented entities 
measured in terms of ‘research output’ in pursuit of external goods (Bleiklie 1998).  
 
The basic understanding of organization found in early Taylorist ‘scientific management’ remains 
recognizably present in NPM. Taylor envisaged organisations as assemblages of interlocking parts 
(production, marketing, finance, personnel) linked through defined lines of command and 
communication (Taylor 1911: 30-48, 57-60). In this machine metaphor thinking is done by 
managers obsessed with time, order and productivity; the operations are enacted by employees 
tuned to work in the best way. Accordingly, the whole thrust of classical management theory is to 
achieve efficient operations through top-down control (Morgan 1980: 614-615; 1998). 
In academia, symbolic conditions result in: i) an induced silence where staff retreat into 
their ‘job descriptions; ii) a reduction of dialogue and an amplification of managerial monologue; 
and iii) a privileging of bureaucratic procedure over substantive academic inquiry. Meaningless 
chores impede dialogue of discourse communities and encourage the kind of hierarchy that 
coalesces to produce silence. These routine activities reproduce a genre of institutional talk and 
writing that feed ‘professional’ structures, starving the personal, interdependent and passionate 
impulses that normally motivate community (Goodall 1999, 466-467). 
Instructions descend from management to saturate the organizational ‘lower order’ with 
information that more often than not corresponds to a regimen of meetings, ‘paper work’ and 
policy production that tend to substitute bureaucratic procedure for the core business of a 
university. It is bureaucracy’s sleight of hand to conceal its principal work of marking and 
managing boundaries; but if these demarcate different identities and communities of practice, 
messages simply sent and received between them would make it very difficult for shared 
understanding, co-ordination and alignment to emerge. Understanding evolves through 
collaborative conversations. 
Communication and Instrumentalism 
In South Africa, university mergers were of an ideological nature with little emphasis on cost-
effectiveness but imposing a pre-occupation with doing measurable bureaucratic activities. 
Educating, research, and community engagement, the core components of any higher education 
institution (Uys et al. 2010), also have been rendered instrumentalist activities as universities 
everywhere corporatize to meet the demands of public accountability. KPAs, however, substitute 
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aims and objectives with market- and human resources-speak, such as ‘output indicators’, ‘targets’, 
‘productivity units’ and for its subjects, GIGO (garbage in – garbage out). As Chetty and Merrett 
(2014: 4) argue, “corporatisation, managerialism and single bottom line accounting produce mere 
academic qualification factories”. 
In a global environment where deans are positioned as bean counters in the service of new 
ideological projects, the FACT frame, in contrast, enables F(airness) A(ccountability), 
C(ompromise) and T(ransparency) (Maphanga 2011). FACT locates individuals as ends in 
themselves rather than solely as means to someone else’s ends or output objectives. This is the 
Kantian Imperative (Kant 1994, 42, 437). That’s what Maphanga (2011) concluded was the 
intention of the Employment Act of 1997.  
Auditors measure performance by means of pre-set industrial employer criteria while 
academics derive value from peer-evaluation. Academic motivation is usually born out of intrinsic 
curiosity, enjoyment, interest or personal challenge rather than extrinsic factors such as income or 
landing the top-ranking in productivity benchmarks (Goodall 2012).  
An environment governed by rigid procedures, low levels of individual autonomy, reduced 
resources and excessive performance monitoring inhibit creativity. An over-bureaucratic 
performance evaluation system is seen as not only counter-productive and counter-cultural by 
faculty, but also as impeding their vocational motivation and allegiance to the scholastic institution 
(Goodall 2012). In South Africa post-2000, another agenda in the form of a Draft National Plan 
for Higher Education (South African Ministry of Education 2001) aimed to re-engineer education 
to serve the new order. The means was to impose a regulatory regime, state intervention and 
centralized control (du Toit, 2009: 638). The commanderist transmission Model 2 was to be the 
most effective in securing this end (see below).  
Some NNUs1 openly acknowledge the challenges in creating and maintaining conditions 
for an active and productive research team (Makgoba and Chetty 2010a; 2010b). Why, then, has 
managerialism, a pre-occupation with ‘doing bureaucratic chores’, become the norm?  The answer 
lies in the nature of the post-apartheid project. 
                                                 
1 NNU, suggested by Danie du Plessis, refers to a hypothetical object of study resulting from the spate of mergers that 
were imposed on many South African universities during the decade 2000. NNU is an analytical composite. Our 
intention is to examine broader patterns rather than a single institution as we do draw on published work relating to 
institutions other than UKZN.. 
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We now examine how this corporatisation of increasingly mega-institutions has been 
paralleled by communication management and, indeed, by doing mismanagement.  
Four Models of Communication 
Communication is conventionally understood to involve  process of negotiation and exchange of 
meaning in which messages, “people in cultures”, interact to enable consensus (O’Sullivan et al. 
1994: 50). Let’s call this Model 1: Dialogical Communication. This model incorporates debate, 
discussion, engagement, democracy, transparency, talk and consultation. Negotiators search for 
compromises amongst stakeholders, sometimes having to navigate obstacles that risk impeding 
the creation of common ground among participants (see Mubangizi and Bawa 2010: 31). 
Model 2: Transmission assumes a top-down sender-receiver instrumentalism that assumes that 
stakeholders and institutional constituencies are passive targets for corporate instructions. This  
KPA-style Pavlovian stimulus-response approach is illustrated in the complaint made by one 
University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN) Deputy Vice Chancellor that prior to the merger policy 
decisions were made by colleagues at meetings and not by managers (Uys, 2005:12), thereby 
slowing the pace of change. What actually is an issue of procedure (e.g., efficient management of 
meetings) thus becomes a legitimation for structural alienation. However, a post-merger 
productivity profile conducted by the UKZN, for example, revealed that not only was annual 
publication productivity below Senate-imposed norms, but an overwhelming outcry of 
“managerialism” and “corporatisation” (Makgoba and Chetty 2010b, 162) was offered by 
academics as impediments to benchmarked productivity. The Executive alleged that the lack of 
academic output was a consequence of “…‘school teachers’ masquerading as academics”. The 
subsequent introduction of KPAs offered one way of persuading “old boy’s networks” of the error 
of their ways (p. 162).  
The number of “deadwood academics” (p. 162), who fail to publish, runs normally at about 
70% plus of an institution’s academic staff.  The irony is that the remaining “silverbacks”, as they 
are described by Makgoba and Chetty (2010b, 162), in our experience, are quite happy to discount 
promotion against lack of output. Even reasonable benchmarking may have little effect on this 
group, a frustration that pervades this book’s observations.  
Model 3: Adversarial Communication issues from specific line managers located at every level 
of the institution. Authority must be respected because it is Authority. Authority has no conscience. 
Authority authorizes, measures and manages. Only authorized activities and statements are 
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permitted. Dissent or dialectical reasoning are not authorized; now treated by managers as 
“actionable insubordination” (Southall and Cobbing 2001, 34). This is the conclusion of one 
academic dissident at UKZN (see Chetty 2008) who observed that “University managers are 
abdicating their responsibilities to the courtroom and this is having a catastrophic effect on 
academic morale” (see also Chetty and Merrett 2014, 5). 
The UKZN merger that brought together the Universities of Natal and Durban-Westville 
in 2004, perhaps could be better described as an event rather than as a process. The transition 
period was kept as short as possible to allay staff anxiety and to reduce opportunities for resistance 
by patronage networks wanting to protect “the good old times” (Makgoba and Chetty 2010b, 162). 
The Executive had anticipated “a level of rationality” that it “did not find” (Zacharias, Uys and 
Mneney 2010, 67). However, in an ironical kind of way, Jonathan Jansen’s (2009) arguments for 
fracture, tolerance and openness at the University of Pretoria where he served as Dean of Education 
for ten years, similarly failed to make much impression on the legacy Authority he encountered.  
In reflection on the overall UKZN merger procedure, the Executive considered twelve 
submissions from the four unions, noting fifteen recommendations. Ten dealt with internal 
communication in a multi-campus institution, which they agreed was insufficiently executed. The 
recommendations were not examined and seemingly not acted upon (Zacharias, Uys and Mneney 
2010, 69).  
Model 4: Silence and denial occurs where an institution refuses to take responsibility for a 
problem, and silences its critics through lawsuits coercive mechanisms – the kill the messenger 
approach. This model is indicated in the commandist instructions issued by the first UKZN director 
of administration. Merrett (2012) observed that the maltreatment of two highly respected 
professors (labeled by the institution as “malcontents” [Makgoba and Chetty 2010b, 160]) for 
“failing to take due care in communicating with the media, breaching confidentiality and dishonest 
and/or gross negligence” (Gower 2008) “was heard loud, clear and fully understood” by all staff. 
Communication channels were also censored, refusing access to the local area network to the four 
recognized unions to any notice other than announcements of meetings. Yet the Institutional Audit 
Committee that was tasked by the Higher Education Quality Committee to investigate UKZN’s 
performance stated via is chairman; 
While the panel understands the frustration that follows when key issues are debated 
through the media…Before they have been fully resolved in the senate and other  
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committees, it is not feasible to control the dissemination of information in a contemporary 
university…through the use of disciplinary committees is greater than the risk of open 
access… (Martin Hall, 24 October 2005, verbal report back). 
Objectives of corporate communication 
Harmony, consent, and mutually agreed communication are necessary for organisational survival 
and institutional development. This may involve “downsizing” which elicits resistance to change 
(Mubangizi and Bawa 2010, 33). A classic kind of ‘capital-labour’ contradiction (i.e. class 
conflict) not previously evident at NNUs which may have applied an ‘equal misery’ policy spread 
across the institution did not take performance into account.  
NNUs were faced with a number of very complex, interacting, multi-layered, contradictions: 
a) Politically-motivated mergers contributed to extra-educational (i.e. ideological) stresses 
that had to be managed during the post-apartheid transition.  
b) Integration into a global knowledge economy. The critical challenge was the need to 
develop a clear strategy for the development of African (i.e. black) intellectuals (Makgoba 
and Chetty 2010b, 163). 
c) Totally different institutional cultures had to be resolved via a “happy medium” (Makgoba 
and Chetty 2010a, 6). 
d) Different forms of governance and assumptions about communication. Change creates an 
extreme demand for open governance, available information and communication from the 
top (Zacharias, Uys and Mneney 2010, 71). For purist academics, alternative forms of, or 
simply a lack of communication, are often viewed as an assault on respected notions of 
autonomy and academic freedom (Makgoba and Chetty 2010a, 17).  
The university-wide strike across all sectors of staff, from cleaners to deans, during the 
implementation of the UKZN merger in 2005 was fed by Models 2 and 3 on the one hand, 
and by constructing all forms of institutional labour as akin to uncooperative factory 
workers on the other (Model 2). Absent from the Makgoba et al (2010) book are chapters 
written by students, unions, academics, administrative and other staff, who were not 
necessarily responding negatively to the traumas of “massive change to create a totally new 
institution soon as possible” (Zacharias, Uys and Mneney 2010, 71). Rather, they were 
protesting the demise of collegiality associated with corporatized autocracy (see Zacharias, 
Uys and Mazibuko 2010, 109; Makgoba and Chetty, 2010b, 157).  
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The recurring blunt message is that the Executive was doing very important work in 
taking on the “deadwood” in addressing public accountability. Linked to this was 
‘transformation’ which involved the dismantling of the “old imperial glory days” 
(Makgoba and Chetty 2010b, 162). The resulting tensions, they admit, may be irresolvable 
in the modern world (Zacharias, Uys and Mazibuko 2010, 109). Amongst academics, the 
“fear of the unknown” and job uncertainty was argued to constitute an additional factor 
(Mubangizi and Bawa 2010, 33). 
e) Cultures of lawlessness pervaded some NNUs. Some Model 3 responses were aimed at 
these individuals. But in many cases those self-identified knowns (the “malcontents”) 
engaging in well-intentioned, if ill-advised, public debate in the press, were 
unproblematically conflated with the unknowns engaging in unauthorized behaviour who 
were contributing to a “general malaise” by issuing “a wave of anonymous letters and bad 
press” (Zacharias, Uys and Mneney 2010, 69).  
f) The making of mega-multi-site universities required new management structures, 
expertise, communication and cost structures. Seriously inadequate budgets were a 
consideration. The entire merger cost across all South African institutions was roughly 
similar to a single university in Britain (Floud and Corner 2005, 2) 
g) Redeployment located staff in jobs for which they had little expertise.  
h) Different labour constituencies were represented by different unions, applying different 
models of communication, bargaining styles, different analyses and objectives, and 
different kinds of relations with the media and the university.  
i) Unlike other organizations, universities are characterized by competing ideas, counter-
ideologies and dissidence. Balancing these in a single clean and coherent brand is a real 
challenge. A brand: i) builds a relationship with employees, students, alumni, parents, 
industry, donors and other constituencies; ii) provides significant competitive 
differentiation; iii) crosses borders, constituencies and markets; and iv) influences 
behaviour and cultivates loyalty (Tšiu 2002). Where alienated staffers subvert the brand 
the institution might react with Model 3: Adversarial. Sanctions enacted against individuals 
engaging in public debate about the nature of the institution is a Model 3 solution, a messy 
process as some NNUs discovered. 
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j) Constantly having to respond to negative news on high profile cases of plagiarism, fraud, 
perjury, sexual harassment, strikes, defamatory attacks, allegations of racism, and violent 
student protests, typified the transition. These kinds of incidents tend to result in Model 4 
(Silence and Denial), often because no anticipatory communication management strategies 
are in place at the time of the event occurring. 
k) Clear campaign PR foci should have been in place well before the mergers occurred or new 
institutional structures and identities fast-tracked.  
The outcome was that different assumptions existed on what constituted communication:  
a) At UKZN Model 3 adversarial was associated with leverage, power, alliances, and insider 
trading geared at targeting specific individuals, in the form of vexatious complaint that 
emanated from both authorized and unauthorized sources. Officially authorized ad 
homonym attacks were uttered and published by known “silverbacks” against other staffers, 
many of whom who were trying positively to adapt to the new regime. Targets also 
comprised perceived and actual collectives, demonized as being counter-transformation, 
like ‘liberals’ (misfits), ‘unions’ (staff associations) , ‘foreigners’, ‘the old professoriate’ 
(clinging to “legacy institutions”), ‘settler intellectuals (Indian and white staff), 
’subversives’, the ‘embittered’ and “’closet or chameleon’ racists” and “aspirant 
executives” (Makgoba and Chetty 2010b, 172; see also Chetty and Merrett 2014: 40, 82).  
b) Vexatious complaint usually occurred anonymously, often in the form of mass produced 
anonymous letters from below in the leaking of confidential information to the media 
(Makgoba and Chetty 2010b, 179; Zacharias, Uys and Mneney 2010, 69). This practice 
engages in unauthorized communication.  
c) In Models 2 and 3, the transmission system (the communications technology) was 
confused with the content, such that defamatory attacks on colleagues by their peers, or 
authoritarian strictures disseminated ‘down-to’ recipients by e-mail and other means, was 
mistakenly considered to constitute ‘communication’ and ‘dialogue’. Policy documents 
sometimes used extremely coercive expression. Line managers’, for example, routinely 
issued agendas and notices in the form of diatribes implicitly attacking named staff. The 
effect of Model 3 practice was to naturalize adversarial behaviour and condone the misuse 
of communication channels. These managers and academics actively encouraged 
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defamatory attacks on colleagues on the misplaced assumption that such discourse 
contributed to the ‘public sphere’.  
d) Model 1, dialogical communication, is not normatively centered on promoting political 
agendas, and was it not targeted at humiliating individual or collectively-constituted targets 
deemed to be “resisting transformation”. Consensus-making is the objective, shepherded 
through accepted rules and managed by competent chairing of meetings. Model 1 is linked 
to ethical governance, flow of information and transparent decision-making processes 
involving all stakeholders and divisions within the institution. This model, the subject of 
every textbook on communication, legitimated by the new instrumentalist managerialism, 
was in significant retreat at most NNUs. 
e) Model 2 assumes linear transmission in which message-makers send messages to 
receivers who are expected to decode them as intended by their authors, and to act 
unquestioningly on the instructions issued. This very crude instrumentalist approach is 
unable to function properly outside commanderist environments like the military and/or 
highly rigid corporations for which knowledge generation is not a priority.  
f) Model 4, is a strategy of containment through imposing silence. This approach restricts 
dialogue, denies the problem, and reduces the PR damage by ignoring media criticism. 
Opposition manifest in demonstrations and strikes organized by academics and students 
alike are proof of a system that has suffered massive structural dissonance, employs mis- 
or complete lack of communication and that continues to fail in getting its priorities right 
(Merrett 2012). 
The next section disaggregates two specific kinds of NNUs.  
Models 2-4: Contradictions in Communication 
Corporate Communication is supposed to enable understanding for, and perception of, the ideals 
and purposes of an organisation (Dolphin 1999, 39). Public relations are carried out through a 
planned, continuous programme of reciprocal communication.  
Some NNUs initially managed communication through court actions, newspaper articles, 
threatening letters and internal disciplinary hearings. PR principles cannot be met where staffers 
act in defamatory ways against their colleagues. This Model 3 occurred both ‘above’ (signed) and 
‘below’ [anonymous] the line. 
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When communication channels are used for coercive and adversarial purposes or for 
‘insider trading’2 they lose their legitimacy. Recourse to court actions by NNUs and staffers 
(whether in official or personal capacities) occurred without consideration of solutions like 
discussion, negotiation, dialogue, industrial relations procedures and via establishing an 
ombudsman. Legal action was often a first resort. 
PR divisions themselves, ironically, became recurring sources of negative publicity. Model 
3 was authorized above-the-line in that the source/author of the message was indicated. Below-
the-line attacks were usually of an anonymous nature.  
Internal communication cannot easily repair the resulting Model 3 damage on the part of 
officials amongst either its employees or in the public. An alienated employer base is the problem 
and this must be dealt with internally through improvement of labour relations, better liaison with 
unions, and a return of academic involvement in academic decision-making. Where institutions 
fail, academics will set up their own communication mechanisms to talk to each other, and to 
contest silence, bureaucratic talk and chores they consider meaningless distractions. At UKZN, the 
Change-List (Change@ukzn), that used the LAN, created an on-going archived participatory 
narrative contributed to  by a very wide range of commentators – employees - and this archive 
formed the basis of the informational data drawn upon by Chetty and Merrett (2014), in addition 
to their own lived experiences:  Cherry as Professor and member of Senate, and Merrett as a 
director of campus administration in Pietermaritzburg. 
One outcome of Models 2 and 3 is “confusion and disorientation of perpetual change and 
the underlying if unspoken threat of job losses” (Merrett 2012). As will be attested to by “a few 
mavericks” who spoke up for academic freedom in its hereditary sense, good governance and 
collegiality, silence (Model 4) is the intended response in response to authorized adversarial 
communication.  
Model 1 Example: Communication for Change 
The University of the Free State (UFS) was facing international opprobrium resulting from an 
unprecedented racist incident. Four white Reitz Hostel students had humiliated black cleaners in a 
video uploaded onto the website YouTube (see Marais and de Wet 2009; Jansen 2009).  
                                                 
2 Where management and union leaders make agreements behind closed doors and outside of formal negotiation 
forums. 
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UFS, under Jonathan Jansen’s just assumed leadership, responded with Model 1, by using 
the incident to rehabilitate the perpetrators and, in a metonymical sense, UFS, in the public eye in 
pursuing reconciliation in practice. UFS rearticulated past mindsets to take this mid-country and 
lesser-known university into the global arena. This was achieved when Oprah Winfrey agreed to 
conferral of an Honorary Doctorate in light of UFS’s reconciliation strategies. Across the nation, 
newspaper editorials were measured, logical and supportive. Unlike some other NNUs, UFS did 
not need to purchase positive newspaper coverage in the face of consistently negative reporting. 
Jansen’s (2009) inaugural address eschews the claim of ‘resistance’ and ‘sabotage’ and of 
othering its detractors. His address offers a constructive way of steering Model 1 forward. The 
foolhardy racist Reitz students were no longer the issue. The issue, as articulated in Jansen’s 
inaugural, was how to negotiate a non-racial future that benefits from the dialectic that had been 
killed by narrow sectional interests under apartheid and which remained during the transition. 
Other NNUs pursued different communicational paths.  
Jansen used the incident to dis-articulate the racist image of the university prior to his 
arrival by applying a process of “dialogic working”, and to re-articulate UFS globally by involving 
all “discourse communities” into an intimate, consensual, new self-image shaped by new bodies 
of practice. His own top-down approach fundamentally challenged the rhetorical slide into 
linguistic deception and instrumentalism. The goal is education, not power, social development, 
not political opportunism, and reconciliation rather than revenge. The three kinds of silencing 
activities described by Goodall (1999) were not a feature of this kind of institution’s 
communication management.  
A Communication Approach to Organisational Change 
Organizations are traditionally imagined as rational and neatly circumscribed organograms within 
which staff function in directed and goal-oriented activities that maintain and serve the corporate 
order and survivability. All too often these activities combine as a bureaucratic regimen whose 
degree of incompetence is compensated for with increased bureaucracy. As Collins’ observes: 
Most companies build their bureaucratic rules to manage the small percentage of 
wrong people on the bus, which in turn drives away the right people on the bus, 
which increases the need for more bureaucracy to compensate for incompetence and 
lack of discipline, which then further drives the right people away, and so forth 
(Collins 2001, 121). 
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“Organisations are people,” as Boden (1994, 8) observes. The functions identified in the work 
people do are coterminous with the talk they do.  
The point is the hermeneutic relation that exists between talk and organisation (Taylor et 
al. 1996, 28). However, the matter is not having any type of talk concurrent in any kind of 
organisation. It is not uncommon to find members of a road gang wielding picks and shovels while, 
at the same time, exchanging comments completely extraneous to the work at hand. The gang 
operates as a machine in which talk does not matter. A day care centre, on the other hand, operates 
more like an organism, and its functioning can tolerate a high degree of idle chatter – or silence. 
In comparison, an efficient call centre requires purposeful talk in a machine-like environment, and 
therefore represents convergence of talk and activity. Talk matters, as at a boardroom meeting 
where participants talk conspicuously in an organism-like environment. 
Some boards function as machines – where the chair directs instructions to compliant 
(group) members (Models 2-3) – while others exhibit the team-like interconnectivity of an 
organism (Model 1). This is not the same as having a ‘democratic’ entity where responsibility is 
often voted away in favour of a lowest and least contentious common denominator. Such an 
organisation may be noted for its indecision; and corruption emerges in such sites where no-one 
takes responsibility. Where such conditions become crises, remedial systems are put in place by 
resurgent top-down management (often hired for that purpose) intent on instilling efficiency 
(Model 3). Soon to appear are endurance-meetings, the confusing organograms, and 
‘rationalisation’. Surviving staff get ejected from their comfort zones and are ‘reconfigured’ in 
jobs for which many are unsuited. The resulting incompetence is then corrected with more and 
more bureaucracy until rebellion is quashed and all uncontrollable creativity is rendered 
impossible (Model 4). Obedience trumps learning, mediocrity wins promotion, and, in any 
question, institution wins out over intelligence. This condition is allowed because staff are 
imagined as components of a well-oiled machine geared to soullessly reach the productivity targets 
set by its ethereal operators.   
No matter how efficient a machine is for its purpose, in time it becomes obsolete. The 
notion that a dynamic organisation operates as a machine must therefore be more abstract than 
actual; and where the reverse is found to be true, the said entity may be in fact dysfunctional – an 
all too common problem that shadows Senge’s (1990; Kofman and Senge 1993, 8) position that 
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the health of any organisation is proportional to its capacity to learn. Organisations that thrive 
exhibit the characteristics of organisms that learn and adapt, more so than machines being operated 
from without the ability to learn and adapt (de Geus 1998). Resilient companies additionally 
exhibit a strong sense of collective identity. Staffers know that their organisation supports them 
in their own goals regulated via a common set of values (Orlikowski 2002). 
Organisations are synonymous with their memberships, identical to their shared 
knowledge, and adapt or die as their formal aspects engage with the informal dimensions of their 
memberships. Successful companies (and universities) are not insulated, but tolerate new ideas, 
and consequently manifest an ability to learn and adapt to new circumstances (de Geus 1998). The 
alternative and neo-Taylorist machine metaphor expresses a situation where the organisation’s 
structure and goals are designed by management (or outside experts) and imposed on the 
organisation, leaving all the doing to the employees. To run properly, a machine is run by its 
operators in such a way that it functions according to their instructions. Accordingly, the whole 
thrust of classical management theory is to achieve efficient operations through top-down control. 
This is best effected by Communication Models 2 and 3.  
The instrumentalism behind this approach draws its philosophical authority from the 
broader mechanistic paradigm formulated by Descartes and Newton in the seventeenth century, 
and which has since dominated Western culture. Is it not ironical then, that much contemporary 
tertiary restructuring claiming Africanisation draws on these implacable Western industrial 
cultures? The outcome is: “when a university is corporatised, power is sucked to the top, and is 
often centralized in the person of the Vice-Chancellor… As the university becomes more market-
driven, it may also lose its moorings in the very community it claims to serve” (Duncan 2007, 5). 
Organizations run along such lines are dangerously antiquated as were Underwood and 
IBM when each responded differently to the advent of digital technology. While technological 
determinists notice a relation between new technologies and social and cultural changes, 
tendencies to exclude human agency can lead to the nettle not being grasped. That is, the organism 
model allows for explanations of learning, adjustment and flexibility that bring into view not only 
the capacity to survive change, but to enable change in unpredictable ways, often in more creative 
and ingenious than clumsy top-down models allow. These changes occur in terms of requirements 
of a “knowledge economy”; and highlighting particularly the ways in which this advent has 
rendered companies (and organisations) modeled on the ‘machine’ unviable (de Geus 1998, 204).  
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With management deciding on change and imposing it, there is no room for flexible 
adaptation, learning or evolution in the machine metaphor.  Knowledge-based organisations are 
able to learn and function as human organisms. On the one hand, they are social institutions 
(formal structures) designed for specific purposes. But as informal structures they “are also 
communities of people who interact with one another to build relationships, help each other and 
make their daily activities meaningful at a personal level” (Capra 2002, 99). 
Increases in production do not come from labour, but from the capacity to equip labour 
with new capabilities based on new knowledge. Thus ‘knowledge management’, ‘intellectual 
capital’, and ‘organizational learning’ have become important new concepts in management 
theory. Forcing such knowledge is the issue that bedeviled the tertiary merger process. 
The aliveness of an organization – its flexibility, creative potential and learning capability 
– resides in its informal communities of practice. Ideally, the formal organization recognizes and 
supports the creativity of its informal networks and incorporates their innovations into its structures 
where they become routine. 
A wrong approach fails to understand how an organization works in a knowledge economy 
(Ford and Ford 1995). de Geus (1998, 204) notes that “[k]nowledge travels with people, not on 
paper”. To alienate mobile staff with skills and knowledge in demand affects the organization. If 
one sees the organization as a machine, then this loss is not problematic. But an organism is 
different. When new people join, the entire network enters a phase of reconfiguration. So too when 
people leave; the network changes again, or may possibly break down (Capra 2002). 
Organizations are learning entities, and “[l]ower levels of learning in the post-industrial 
society reduce a company’s life expectancy in a world in which success depends on the ability to 
maximize the use of the available brain capacity” (de Geus 1998, 205). One way in which this is 
achieved is to effect change by engaging with members as constituents of an organisation instead 
of as components of a machine.   In order to arrive at change, it is necessary to engage in dialogical 
communication (Model 1) with members by means of four successive conversations suggested by 
Ford and Ford (1995). In their model, these conversations are initiative, understanding, 
performance and closure. No stage may be missed; and if at any stage the participants do fail to 
complete that stage, it may be necessary to revert to a previous stage in the process. The stages 
are: 
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Initiative conversations - the ‘call’ to respond to any particular threat or opportunity. If the matter 
were merely a top-down instruction, then one would simply move to the next stage; or even ‘fast-
track’ the process without involving members. But the point is that a context is constituted in 
communication, and that this is done primarily in and through conversations. 
Conversations for understanding - if initiative conversations bring about awareness, it is the 
next step that allows members to examine the implications of their awareness. Outcomes of 
conversations for understanding include specifying the conditions that will satisfy change in such 
a way that it is possible to evaluate any progress made towards that end result.  
A second outcome deals with resistance to change. Members might resist any change 
measures, a recurring observation made by Makgoba and Mubangizi (2010) and their authors. It 
is then necessary to return to initiative conversations – rather than threats - to remedy the situation. 
A third outcome (presuming the first two are satisfied) concerns the roles of decision 
makers. “Because these conversations will serve to translate events, instill meaning in these events, 
and develop shared understandings and schema about these events, they allow decision makers not 
only to make sense of what has been learned, but also to determine what changes can or should be 
produced next or in the future” (Ford and Ford 1995, 549). 
Conversations for performance - are conversations for action, which focus on producing the 
intended results, typically implementing the first step called for in the initiative conversations. The 
capacity for conversations, and even an entire programme, to collapse during this ‘how-to’ stage 
should not be underestimated.  
Conversations for closure. Closure is essential to change, and allows a reduction of any tensions 
incurred during change and the restoration of equilibrium to the organization. “Conversations for 
closure acknowledge accomplishments, allowing people to complete their past with respect to the 
issue of the change and to move on” (Ford and Ford 1995, 551). This skeletal summary serves to 
alert readers to the necessity of involving organizational members in conversations for change, 
not to pacify them, but for the purpose of enabling the organization to change as an organism. If, 
however, the organization is imagined as a machine then the process can be reversed, but with 
often unhappy consequences. 
The formal structures (colloquially understood as ‘management’) would necessarily follow 
the process as given above, arriving at where conversations for performance are leaked 
(intentionally or otherwise) to the wider organisation (informal structures). Worse still, the top 
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echelons may be already engaged in conversations for closure, and the changes are discovered by 
ordinary members as a fait accompli. One result of such a coup-from-above is an anxious 
membership moving from something resembling an obverse reflection of closure (alarm) to 
conversation for performance (strike action, rebellion), followed by conversations for 
understanding (explaining to ‘union members’ what has happened), leading finally to yet another 
obverse reflection: this time as resentment felt towards the original conversations for initiative 
engaged by ‘management’.   
 
Conclusion 
The coincidence of politically necessary transformation and (the unnecessary) NPM  dubbed 
‘transformative managerialism’  that occurred with South African NNUs was, and has been, 
possibly harsher than experiences of managerialism in institutions of higher learning elsewhere. 
The traumatic experience strongly underlines the need,  alas now a lost opportunity,  to pay 
attention to the communicative dimensions of organizational change. 
 
Much of the problem then, and even now, is vested in resolving problems of diverse/ive cultures, 
but much of it is also rooted in the fact at that NNUs, like South Africa generally, entered a global 
world after the end of isolation, for which few were prepared. Had the principles of Model 1 
Communication been applied, in association with the organism and the conversation models of 
corporate communication, then the conflicts that emerged during the decade of the 2000s could 
have been managed via dialogue both with regard to internal and external constituencies (Tšiu 
2002). Instead, many NNUs applied Models 2-4 above-the-line and created their own conflict and 
negative publicity.  
Merged NNUs needed solutions offered through the prism of organizational 
communication, in an environment where conversations could occur without the fear of exclusion, 
excommunication and demonization. Conversations are practices, but so are silences. The unions, 
students and staff are present in the Makgoba and Mubangizi (2010) book only as traces of their 
authors’ negative perceptions of these constituencies, constructed primarily as other to the 
officially sanctioned, positive, corporatized democratizing project, lacking in conversations during 
implementation. As structured absences, these groups are projected as the target of the exercise, 
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rather than included as co-contributors in the creation of the new institution. As kinds of labour, 
deadwood or not, they were thereby pejoratively rendered as ‘resisters’ of transformation.  
In approaching the first author to address the situation, the mechanism of liaison between 
the two authors and the VC’s office was mediated by an outside advocate who acted as the go-
between as part of an independent Commission examining the marketing, publicity and 
communication portfolio, headed by a DVC, who was a sociologist.    On the one hand the advocate 
had to be educated as to the basic elements of communication management, PR and media 
relations, while on the other he rejected out-of-hand our argument that  a communication 
management strategy facilitating the merger that included all stakeholders should have preceded 
the actual merger between the two universities.  While on the one hand the previously excluded 
stakeholders (staff, unions) now had something of a trusted channel through which to communicate 
with the VC, on the other, the final report was simply treated as a report and disappeared from 
view.   Certainly, we authors were alienated from our product, and its action research potebtal to 
manage dialogue, muted. It was only on the appearance of Chetty and Merrett book that we became 
aware that the report had been acted on, if erratically: “there were attempts by the publicity 
department to be more measured in its approach to public statements and in communications with 
the academic body.  For example, editorial boards were proposed.  Strangely, this report was not 
widely distributed or discussed within the university.  Before long, old habits took root again” 
(2014, 144).  And, indeed, a number of academics like the first author were approached (actually, 
summoned) by Corporate Relations to discuss the idea of editorial boards.  No-one responded as 
clearly the commanderist Model 4 communication strategy was still in place, something that 
Tomaselli pointed out to the Corporate Relations Division, without reply. And, as Chetty and 
Merrett (2014, 144) observed, the fallout within the executive, which mirrored the wider struggles 
across the university as a whole, resulted in the departure of the head of Corporate Relations, And, 
squabbles were reported in the newspapers on the day of the Makgoba and Mubangizi book’s 
launch about who actually edited and wrote sections of the anthology eventually attributed to 
Makgoba and Mubangizi as sole editors (2010).   
The Chetty & Merrett analysis (2014), reads like a thriller, one in which many of us are 
characters. It reveals how, when faced with communication restrictions, academics (as with any 
constituency) will find alternative channels to discuss things. The Change-List that conveyed daily 
briefing and short analyses by academics mainly provided much of the diary that was applied to 
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the analysis in this uncompromising counter-narrative. This list was available to the whole 
university, and included members of the executive who occasionally posted items.   When the two 
books are read together, the result is to read polar opposites, polar positions and polar experiences.  
Where Chetty and Merrett are acutely aware of,  and critique neoliberalism and implicitly the New 
Public Management frames to  construct their arguments about mergers and transformation, 
Makgoba and his authors, mostly DVCs, tried to disguise New Public Management discourse and 
practices under the political-ideological rubric of ‘transformation’, ‘redress’ and democratisaton, 
in achieving exactly the opposite. When this discourse failed to induce consent to the new 
neoliberal order, from cleaners to deans, repression and coercion overlaid communication mis-
management.  And, because internal power struggles were going on within the top executive,  no 
coherent communication strategy could emerge.   There is thus still another story to be told – what 
was going on in the executive as it tried to manage the merger mismatch at the same time as 
national political transition was occurring?  Dirty tricks were afoot at every level, and this included 
surveillance by persons unknown of members of the executive themselves, in addition to poison 
pen letters, self-promotion and the like.      
  
The silencing of academic staff was temporary, as the subsequent appearance of the 
counter-positions attests (Chetty and Merrett 2014;  Cebekhuu and Mantzaris 2006) that was 
regularly articulated in the pages of the Mail & Guardian, a paper whose board chair at the time 
was none other than Prof Makgoba. While the editor of this paper had given Makgoba extensive 
space to criticize the so-called resisters in an infamous attack against white males (2005), it also 
carried a continuous counter-narrative offered by UKZN insiders, many of whom were eventually 
silenced inside the institution or who left it.  The Makgoba book is really a conversation for closure 
coinciding with one NNU’s celebration of a successful merger of the 10 year period in which this 
case study is located.   
The most important principal that “both sides understand each other and share the same 
spirit” (Goodall 2012) is not evident in this particular instance. Ultimately, if the Makgoba and 
Mubangizi’s (2010) self-assessment is to be taken as the exemplar for mergers nationally, the 
capital-labour contradiction, kind of organization and nature of communication, remains to be 
addressed.  Information is like lava, it will always find a crack eventually, to seep though.   
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But there remains another perspective, within which the UKZN case may prove to be an 
exceptional and even anomalous case of managerialism’s global hold over the academy. The 
steady publication of criticism of managerialism within and beyond tertiary institutions seems to 
indicate a groundswell of the salience of resistance (Dillow 2007; Locke and Spender 2011; 
Lynch, Grummell and Devine 2012). The mood is rather more collective and militant than earlier 
and lonelier critiques such as that offered by Willard Enteman (1993), when managerialism as 
we know it was indeed “a new ideology”.   And. a  third interlinking story –located between the 
two groups of UKZN antagonists – remains to be told.  Natal University under Prof Makgoba’s 
initial appointment two years prior to the merger was a much more convivial and conversational 
place.  It was the merger that unleashed the clash of cultures, intractable power struggles and a 
culture of general lawlessness that could not be contained in the short term, and for which the 
entire institution was unprepared, and exacerbated by the imposition of NPM principles presented as 
being transformative and African. 
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